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Taoism unfortunately degenerated afterwards into what became little better than a system of necromancy.
Confucius, on the other hand, concerned himself very little with abstract questions of philosophy, but was a practical, moral, and politi-.cal teacher who tried everything by a standard of common sense not always overpenetrating and generally materialistic. He was a conservative person, not much troubled with theories, and convinced, with considerable justification, that the wisdom of the past had been forgotten in the follies of the present. To some of his contemporaries the application of common sense to politics seemed useful; to others it was inconveniently embarrassing; consequently he died a disappointed man, with the conviction that the rulers of China had not duly appreciated his counsels. After his death, however, he began to receive due honor as the teacher who had pointed out the right way of conduct both in public and private life; and in course of time his merits became as much exaggerated as they had been officially depreciated while he was alive.
A hundred years later, in 371 B.C., was born the greatest of his disciples, Meng Tsze, Latinized as Mencius, a person it would seem of greater insight than the master, but a less dominating personality, since some hundreds of years passed before his position as a great teacher was recognized.
Both Confucius and Mencius had recognized the need of strengthening the central authority as against the feudatories; and Mencius went so far as to desire the ejection of the effete and incompetent Chou dynasty in favor of more competent rulers who would govern for the benefit of the people. None of the rulers were particularly anxious to govern for the benefit of the people, so that Mencius was unpopular with the authorities.
Circumstances, however, favored the practical success of his theory. The prince of Chin overturned the Chous and made himself Emperor, as founder of the Chin dynasty. The fourth of the line, Shih-Huang-Ti, went a great deal farther, for he asserted himself as the real first Emperor of China, decreed the abolition of the feudal system, and reorganized the Empire as a group of thirty-six provinces. Shih-Huang-Ti was a person of energy and thoroughness. The Chinese system had given great weight in the government to the learned classes of society, and the learned classes disapproved strongly of the subversion of the feudal system, basing" their objections upon the historical records which proclaimed the prosperity of the nation under the first of the Chous, who had created feudalism. The Emperor adopted the drastic method of ordering the entire destruction of the literature to which these conservatives appealed. People who declined to give up their books were summarily executed to the number of several hundreds. They had hidden their literary treasures away, and thus some